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Quinn: The Italian Swiss DNA

The Italian Swiss DNA
by Tony Quinn*

DNA

testing is the new frontier in genealogical research.
While the paper records of American and European churches and civil
bodies are now generally available on line, DNA opens a new avenue
of research into the period well before the advent of written records.
And it is allowing people to make connections heretofore impossible
to make.
Recent historical examples are nothing short of amazing. When
the bodies thought to be the last Russian Czar and his family, murdered
in 1918, were discovered, a 1998 test using the DNA of Prince Philip
proved conclusively that the bodies were indeed the Czar and his
family. That is because Prince Philip and the Czarina Alexandra shared
the same maternal line, and thus the same mitochondrial DNA.
Even more remarkable was the "king in the car park," a body
found under a parking lot in England thought to be King Richard III,
killed at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485. DNA from his bones
53
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matched that of a living female descendant of his sister, showing that
the body in the car park was indeed the king.
DNA forms the building blocks of our cells; each human
being has roughly 100 trillion cells, and each one carries the human
genome, that person's genetic history. A very small part of the
genome is available for genealogical research. All females pass on
their mitochondrial DNA to their offspring. Mitochondria give the
cell its energy, but they mutate only over thousands of years. So while
mitochondria are good for identifying people, this part of the DNA is
of little use for genealogy.
Of more use is the Y-Chromosome, one of the 46 chromosomes in
every human cell. It is found only in males, but it mutates over measurable
generations, and thus is useful in tracing a male's direct ancestry.
A new and popular DNA test is called autosomal DNA.
This test looks at hundreds of thousands of base pairs of DNA in 44
autosomal chromosomes to determine the ethnic make-up of a person.
It works for both men and women, and is now being heavily marketed
as a way to "find out who you really are." Popular autosomal testing
is offered by 23and Me, Ancestry.com and Family Tree DNA.
For Americans, DNA research is a way to look back at your
European past. But it works best if you know the part of Europe your
ancestors were from, and if that area has a stable past. Canton Ticino,
Switzerland, that area of the country below the Alps, is particularly useful
for several reasons. The area has not suffered from warfare in the past
500 years; wars lead to mass migrations of people and the destruction of
records. Ancient church records were not lost to fire, as Ticino churches are
made of stone. Most importantly, this part of Switzerland was extremely
remote. Until the 1800s, almost no one ever left their native villages.
At the Council of Trent, held between 1545 and 1563, the
Roman Catholic Church decreed that its parish priests must keep
written records of parishioners, and families must have last names.
Heavily Catholic Ticino began keeping church records after 1600;
those records have survived and have been carefully preserved.
Because of the nature of peasant village life, people rarely married
outside their native villages; thus each village became a self contained
microcosm of the country. For security and to find good grazing land ,
most Ticino peasants lived in remote valleys up the steep gorges of
the Alpine foothills. They passed the centuries undisturbed.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol52/iss1/2
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Between 1870 and 1920, some 30,000 Ticino Swiss came to
America, almost all to California, and went into the dairy or grape
growing business~s in rural communities where they maintained their
own traditions for a generation or two.
So the Ticino Swiss are a good subject of DNA research. The
area of today' s Canton Ticino seems first to have been settled by
Celtic tribes that had wandered through most of Europe five to ten
thousand years ago. A Celtic tribe known as the Lepontii lived along
the Ticino River roughly 500 years before Chri st. In 222 BC, the
Romans conquered the area from the Celtic tribes , but they seem not
to have heavily settled it.
For Rome, the Ticino area was important for one reason: it
was the southern end of the Gotthard Pass through the Alps , linking
the Roman south with the Germanic north. Ticino was important to
control , not for settlement as much as for transport and security of the
empire. Rome remained in control of Ticino for about 600 years.
That is not to say there were no Romans there, or that Ticino Swiss
have no Roman ancestry at all; in fact, the testing suggests there is some
remaining Roman or Latin ancestry. But there are none of the Roman ruins
in Ticino one finds, for example, in southern France. The Romans seem to
have left this area as they found it, largely populated by Celtic tribes.
At the time of the fall of Rome, in the 4 th and 5 th Centuries
AD, Germanic peoples known as Visigoths or Goths moved in great
numbers throu gh what are now northern Italy and Ticino Switzerland .
DNA testing suggests the Visigoths and other of the Barbarian tribes
provided much of the basic stock for what is now known as Lombardy,
(northern Italy) intermarrying with the already existing Celtic and
Latin people. Lombardy is named for the Lombard tribes that invaded
from the north in the 5 th and 6 th Centuries .
In the Middle Ages, Lombardy became the Duchy of Milan
and included all the territory south of the Alps and the plains around
Milan. While this area was Italian-speaking and strongly Roman
Catholic , it shared few of the ethnic characteristics of Italians farther
to the so uth , who were in many cases a combination of Greeks and
North Africans. The Lombards, like the Goths and Celts , appear
to have been largely Germanic in origin , often fair skinned with
blue eyes. Today this ancient genetic difference is reflected in the
differences between northern and southern Italians.
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2016
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In the early 1500s, France invaded the Duchy of Milan. In the
confusion that followed, three German Swiss "Forest" Cantons, Uri ,
Schwyz and Nidwalden, moved south of the Gotthard Pass and seized
the Ticino River basin and its valleys to provide a buffer against
French invasion of the Swiss homeland.
For nearly 300 years, until Napoleon, Ticino was primarily a
colony of the Forest Cantons. This situation was of great benefit to
the people in the Ticino area as they escaped the ravages of the wars
and conflicts elsewhere on the Italian Peninsula.
In 1798, with the coming of Napoleon's Helvetic Republic ,
Ticino became its own canton. From then on Ticino was firmly a part
of Switzerland, and even at the time of Italian Reunification in the
1870s, Canton Ticino had no interest in returning to Italy.
The Ticinesi, as they called themselves, had passed the
centuries in quiet isolation with little concern for the political changes
that took them from the Duchy of Milan to the Forest Cantons.
Their rulers until 1798 had been from north of the Gotthard Pass
and generally had left them alone. They maintained a village life
unchanged from generation to generation. Being a stable population
hardly changed over the centuries, the Italian Swiss are a particularly
useful laboratory for using DNA testing to reconstruct their past.

The DNA Test Results
Several Americans with ancestry that can be traced hundreds
of years back in Ticino consented to take the DNA tests. Their families
came from three villages: Intragna in the Centovalli, Lavertezzo in
the Valle Verzasca, and Monte Carasso in the Ticino River Plain.
The Intragna test looked at one family, the Salmina family,
which is documented from 1650 in a small part of Intragna called
Corcapolo. The family lived in a hamlet of Corcapolo known as
Salmina, that even today is a small number of rustic stone houses on
an outcropping of a hillside above the Melezza River.
Two families were tested in Lavertezzo, Grossi and Dodini. These
very old families are documented in Lavertezzo from the early 1600s.
Unlike Intragna, however, the families in Lavetezzo did move about
somewhat, as the winters in this Alpine valley were very harsh. Thus
Lavertezzo families often passed the winter in the villages on the plain
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol52/iss1/2
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along the Ticino River, especially Cugnaso and Gudo, and eventually the
Grossi and Dodini families settled there. So testing Lavertezzo families
also gives us information on these other Ticino villages.
The third village tested is Monte Carasso. Today this village is
a suburb of the cantonal capital Bellinzona, but the two families tested
here Morisoli (sometimes spelled Morosoli in America) and Grossi
(not related to the Lavertezzo Grossis) can also be documented from
about 1650 , and in remote hillside hamlets above the main village.
Monte Carasso is useful for another reason; it is on the
main roadway through the Gotthard Pass. Thus over the centuries
various people would have passed near Monte Carasso, and indeed
Eugene Morosoli , the Morisoli testee , has ancestry in at least a dozen
neighboring Swiss villages and one German Swiss line that came
directly from the Forest Cantons.
The Results: Autosomal Tests

Four people who directly descend from the Salmina family
took the autosomal DNA test , and they used all three autosomal
testing companies. All four were closely related , second and third
cousins. But in all four cases, their ancient ancestry seemed to be
mostly "Southern European."
In three cases " Southern European" was defined as "Iberian
Peninsula," or Spain. So did the people of Intragna come from Spain?
The answer seems to be the other way around, and a close look at the
history of both Iberia and Ticino provides one theory for what seems
to make no sense on its face.
The key seems to be the Visigoths, and their cousins the
Ostrogoths . Coming from the east, they invaded what is today's Italy
beginning in 376 AD and sacked Rome in 410 AD. The Fifth Century
saw the fall of the Roman Empire and the Goths occupied almost
all of today 's Italy, and importantly the portion of southern Alpine
foothills that forms today 's Canton Ticino.
They then seem to have moved onto what is today 's Spain .
From roughly 415 AD to 720 AD , the area that is now central and
so uthern Spain , the Basque country in the Pyrenees, and most of
southern and western France, was the Kingdom of the Visigoths. The
Visigoths along with earlier Celtic and Iberian tribes formed the basic
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2016
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stock of the Iberian Peninsula, including most of the area conquered
by the Moors in the 8th Century AD. But by the time the Visigoths
got to Spain, they had dropped their original Germanic language and
adopted the Latin languages they found in Italy, a reason why today's
Italian and Spanish are closely related.
Today most Spaniards are a combination of Visigoths,
Moors and earlier tribes. But the DNA testing does not allow us to
segment history, and that is a problem. The Iberian Peninsula was
once occupied by the Carthaginians, a North African people, but
so was northern Italy. However, the Romans totally destroyed the
Carthaginian civilization, and it is not clear if they destroyed all the
early North African influence in Spain and Italy.
There was another important event in these years. In 535
AD, the Eastern Roman Emperor Justinian tried to reconquer the
old Western Roman Empire (Italy) from the Ostrogoths. This led to
what is known as the Gothic War, and over the next 20 years Italy
was devastated and depopulated as Justinian pushed the Goths to the
north. The weakened land was easy prey for the Lombards, another
Germanic tribe, that came south in 568 AD and conquered what is
now Ticino and the Italian province of Lombardy.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol52/iss1/2
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While the Lombards were Germanic, the culture had been
Latin since the time of Rome, and eventually this became Italian ,
losing its Germanic past, both linguistically and culturally.
So it is easy to surmise that by the time of the Lombard conquest,
the Goths had been forced into the southern Alpine valleys where they
would have mixed with the native Celts and Latins, to form the people
of Medieval Lombardia. Then the area seemed to have stabilized. It
became part of the Holy Roman Empire in the 10th Century, and
eventually became the Duchy of Milan in the 14th Century.
So we find the Goths both in Spain, the Pyrenees, western
France and northern Italy/southern Switzerland. That these are all the
same people is supported by the autosomal DNA tests. Two sisters
with Salmina ancestry, Michele Arbios and Celeste Arbios Dier, did
the autosomal tests; one with 23andMe, the other with Ancestry.
com. They came back as 83 and 77 percent Iberian Peninsula. Their
father is Basque and Pyrenees French; their mother half Ticino Swiss
and half Italian from the outskirts of Milan. But if one examines the
Gothic migrations, they covered all these areas.
Another cousin, Joanne Edson , is one quarter Swiss entirely
from Intragna , and three quarters British Isles. Her Swiss portion also
showed as "Iberian Peninsula."
The problem with these three results is in the nomenclature.
These testing companies are trying to place ancient ethnic ancestries into
modern European boundaries. That really does not work. What these tests
are showing is that the same tribes that invaded the Iberian Peninsula in
the 5th Century AD were in northern Italy and Ticino some time earlier.
The autosomal DNA results were somewhat different for
other testees. The fourth Salmina descendant is Tony Quinn, who is
half Ticino Swiss, and his Swiss ancestry was simply described as
" Southern European."
Interesting evidence emerges from the test of James Grossi, who
is entirely Ticino Swiss; both his parents coming from Gudo, Cugnasco
and in earlier generations Lavertezzo . This is a test of a person with no
ancestry outside of Ticino Switzerland. His results came back as 82%
Southern European, 14% Scandinavian, and 4% Asia Minor or Middle
Eastern. The Southern Europe part is certainly Gothic and Latin, but
what about Scandinavia? It turns out that the Goths may have migrated
southward from today's Sweden. In fact, the Swedish city Gothenburg
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2016
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and the island Gotland are thought to be named for the ancient Goths ,
who were found in this area as early as 750 BC and began moving
southward in the First Century AD.
By chance, the autosomal tests for James Grossi and his son,
Jay Grossi, show a high percentage of Scandinavia. Somehow that
very early Scandinavian presence seems to have survived over the
centuries in their DNA.
James Grossi 's autosomal test also shows four percent Middle
Eastern, (although his son Jay Grossi shows no Middle Eastern
ancestry). Could this be the presence of the Carthaginians who did
roam through northern Italy after the Carthaginian general Hannibal
crossed the Alps in 218 BC? Who knows? It could also simply be
a false reading, a recurring problem with the DNA test results and
suggesting that firm conclusions from autosomal DNA testing are
difficult to make.
The Grossi and Quinn Swiss ancestry covers more villages
than the Salmina ancestry, and includes at last one German Swiss
line. Their results show what could be perhaps Gothic with some
Latin and some Celtic. Autosomal testing is far from precise and
becomes difficult to interpret where you have mixed ancestries.
The Results: Y-Chromosome Testing

However, the Y-Chromosome testing is more precise. Five
men whose ancestry is well documented from each of these three
villages took the Y-Chromosome test that can only be given to males.
This test looks not at the whole of one's ancestry, but just the direct
male line. While at ten generations every individual has 512 ancestors
(some of whom may well be the same person), each male has just one
direct male ancestor. Y-Chromosome testing looks at where a male
testee may have a common ancestor with someone else in the database ,
and how many generations back that common ancestor lived .
William Salmina was the Y-Chromosome testee for Intragna.
His grandfather immigrated from Corcapolo to California around the
turn of the 20 th Century. William 's paper trail in Intragna goes back to
about 1610.
But his DNA results were a surprise . The vast majority of the
database matches were with people to could trace themselves to the
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British Isles, especially Scotland and Ireland. These matches also
were quite distant in time
Salmina descendants, both those still living in Ticino today
and those who came to California beginning in the late 1800s, tended
in many cases to be extremely fair skinned and with blue eyes. There
is no evidence any of the Mediterranean people who settled so much
of Italy ever made it to the remote village of Intragna.
The Salmina DNA results strongly suggested that the original
male in this line may not have been one of the Goths but rather
predated the Goths back to the Celtic period. This would account for
DNA matches not in the Iberian Peninsula, or even in Germany, but
more distant to Britain and Ireland where much of the population still
retains its Celtic past.
The Y-Chromosome tests for Lawrence Grossi and Eugene
Morosoli, both of whom have ancestry back to the 1600s in Monte
Carasso, showed some of the same Celtic characteristics, but with a
few more matches in Central Europe.
Monte Carasso is a village with a history. "Notizie Storiche
su Monte Caras so," published in 1965 by the Instituto Editoriale
Ticinese Bellinzona, contains documents on the village's history back
to 1430, including the names of "consiglieri" (counsels) who were
part of the regional local government. With few exceptions, none of
the names of these consiglieri have any relationship to the last names
of families found once church records appear in the middle 1600s.
A document dated 1561 has a long list of people with only their first
name and the part of the village in which they lived. The coming of
church-imposed last names after 1600 ended this confusion, but also
makes it nearly impossible to trace people prior to that time.
Last names often denoted a physical characteristic, but did
not mean people were related. Lawrence Grossi is not related to Jay
Grossi, even though they have the same last names and are Ticino
Swiss. Morisoli is the spelling of a name found after 1600 in Monte
Carasso , but a few miles away in another village the same name was
spelled Morosoli.
While last names are of little use in tracing the ancient history
of these families, their DNA matches do give some useful hints as
to where they originated from. One unusual result in the Lawrence
Grossi DNA was a tie to a person whose ancestry is documented
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2016
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in Croatia. The DNA probabilities chart showed a 95% chance of
a common ancestor about 500 years ago. This is very unlikely as
the Grossi ancestor was almost certainly in Monte Carasso 500 years
ago. But this could be a reading of a common ancestor farther back
in Gothic times as the Goths did occupy what is now Croatia before
moving into today's Italy.
Eugene Morosoli's DNA results show some apparently quite
distant ties to people in the British Isles, evidence of a Celtic ancestry,
but also people in Central Europe. His closest match in the Family
Tree DNA database is with a person whose ancestry is found in the
eastern Germany, which would be consistent with Visigoth ancestry.
One interesting match was with a person named Giacometti in Ticino
itself. While this was not a person with known ancestry in Monte
Carasso, it does suggest that more than one male in this family may
have wandered into Ticino as long as 1,000 years ago, and settled in
a different part of the canton.
Enter Hans Gut: An Unexpected DNA Find

The third series of Y Chromosome DNA tests involved two
fourth cousins with very old ancestry in the village of Lavertezzo.
Jay Grossi and Steven Dodini share a common ancestor born in 1792 ,
but they also share descendancy from a Grossi-Dodini marriage that
occurred in 1683.
At the time of the earliest Church records, I 669, these two
families lived in a remote hillside hamlet of Lavertezzo called
Sambugaro. The old stone houses in Sambugaro suggest the families
lived within a few yards of one another, and the records show a number
of marriages in these years within Sambugaro families, including
both Grossi and Dodini. So it is no great surprise that the DNA tests
did show that Jay and Steven had a common a male ancestor about
500 years ago, or born about 1500 . There were simply too few males
alive at that time for living people today with common ancestry in
these remote villages not to have had a common ancestor.
The surprise is who that ancestor is. Heretofore , the DNA has
suggested connections far back in ancient times well before written
records. But here we have something more than just a theory , here we
have an actual person who was born about 1468 and is without any

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol52/iss1/2

10

Quinn: The Italian Swiss DNA
The Italian Swiss DNA

63

doubt the common ancestor of these two testees.
In the Family Tree DNA database are more than a dozen people
with the last name of Good, and whose ancestry dates in America to
a Peter Gut/Good who migrated from the Palatinate in Germany to
Pennsylvania about 1727. His people were early Mennonite settlers
in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, one of the earliest places where
German and Swiss religious dissenters settled in America.
But before the Palatinate, this family is exceptionally well
documented at a place called Meyerhof, in Ottenbach, Canton Zurich,
Switzerland. The Good family researchers have traced that family in
Zurich back to one Rudi Gutten who was born there about 1370.
Four generations on from Rudi Gutten is Hans Gut, born about
1468. Fortunately the "Stenerbuch im Staatsarchiv Zurich" shows the
four generations and lists Hans as paying taxes with his brother in
Meyerhof in 1505. He was also a sergeant in the Army of the Swiss
Confederation, and among other military events was at the Battle of
Marignano against the French in 1515.
Thi s is an important battle in Swiss history. It took place
near today 's Milan in what was then in the Duchy of Milan, and the
Milanese were badly defeated . But so were the Swiss; in fact, this is
the last battle involving the Swiss outside of Switzerland itself. In the
confusion that followed the battle, the Swiss Forest cantons seized
the Ticino River valleys.
On their way to Marignano, about 20,000 men under the
command of the Burgomeister of Zurich encamped at Bellinzona in
Ticino. For how long is not known. But something seems to have
happened there, Hans Gut seems to have had an illegitimate son, who
was named Jacob.
The name of Jacob Gut-with his name spelled the Italian
fashion, Gutti-is unknown to Gut/Good researchers, who have been
able to trace Han Gut's life in considerable detail. But in a piece of
very good luck, an account of events in Lavertezzo in the 1500s was
published in 1980 by a Swiss Italian researcher named Aquilino Gnesa.
His research shows that in 1553 a man named Jacob Gutti is living in
the village, and quite close to the Catholic Church. Gnesa's book is
called "Documenti della Famiglia Rossi di Lavertezzo , 1538-1913".
Much of the book reports on the activities of a Catholic priest named
Sebastiano de Rubeis (De Rubeis being the old Latin rendition of the
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2016
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more common Italian name Rossi, meaning a ruddy or red headed
person) who was not only the local priest but also the village banker
and real estate agent, and who himself had four illegitimate children.
Sebastiano de Rubeis is well documented to have been born
about 1515, and in Bellinzona. So it is quite reasonable to assume that
Jacob Gutti, born at the same time and in the same place , may have
been related to the priest and likely accompanied him to Lavertezzo.
The Y-Chromosome DNA test proves conclusively that Jay
Grossi and Steven Dodini are themselves related on the direct male
line about 500 years ago and that they share common ancestry with
the Gut/Good family a little farther back. What's more, they share an
unusual DNA haplogroup that tells us even more about this family .
Haplogroups are used in molecular evolution to find deep
ancestral origins dating back thousands of years. They are given
alphabetical letters, the most common in Europe being Haplogroup
R, which is found in 80 percent of the Europeans in heavily Celtic
areas like Scotland and Ireland. This Haplogroup is also found in
large numbers throughout all parts of Switzerland.
But the Good testees, as well as Grossi and Dodini , are
all Haplogroup L, which is virtually unknown in Europe although
it makes up about four percent of the people in Asia Minor. This
strongly suggests that the earliest ancestor of the Swiss Guts may
have come to Europe as late as Roman times, far later than the vast
majority of the European population, and from today's Middle East.
What happened to the Gutti last name? Obviously with the
church-assigned last names it was changed to Grossi, meaning a large
person, and to Dodini. The "ini" in Dodini means small; the rest of
the name is probably an ancient dialect word.
So the chance DNA tests of two Lavertezzo descendants has
uncovered a fascinating past, kept hidden for half a millennium.
This Italian Swiss DNA project showed unusual and unexpected
results, such as ties to Celtic people and to the Iberian Peninsula .
Hopefully there will be more DNA testing of other American families
that will help connect living people to the migration patterns of
Europe's earliest settlers. DNA testing for genealogical purposes is
just in its infancy.
~ Tony Quinn
Sacramento , California12
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